This article explores a radical pedagogical method for democratizing the classroom that generates rich, engaged, student-led discussions. The approach is grounded in the notion that democratic participation in the classroom is a worthy goal of radical pedagogy, that students must be adequately prepared in order to take on greater responsibility in the classroom, and that greater learning occurs when students take a more active role in the learning process. Careful sequencing of discussions and assignments is used to turn over responsibility for the course to students gradually, without sacrificing the depth and sophistication that instructors want to achieve in the classroom. The result is a classroom in which all students participate and in which thoughtful, informed discussion and debate is the primary mode of engagement.
Introduction
Ever since I began teaching, I have been trying to get students to become more engaged in the classroom. Indeed, I have always agreed with the argument, expressed by Nancy Rose (2005: 345) in a recent issue of the RRPE, that "the notion of both students and teachers as subjects in a collaborative classroom in which everyone learns from each other, is probably the heart of radical pedagogy." The trick is how to make this happen successfully.
My early efforts to turn the classroom over to students were usually failures. Student presentations were often dull, and student-led discussions tended to be short-lived and superficial. However, over time, I have been able to develop an approach to democratizing the classroom that generates rich, engaged, student-led discussions. In what follows below, I outline the philosophy behind this pedagogical approach, and the careful sequencing of discussions and assignments
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that I use to turn over the course gradually to my students, all without sacrificing the depth and sophistication that I want to achieve in the classroom. Although I focus on devices I use in a small, senior-level, three-hour seminar on the political economy of South Africa, I also share some ways in which these strategies can be used in larger courses.
Pedagogical Philosophy and the Teaching of Pedagogy
The philosophical approach I take in my seminar course on South Africa is as follows: first, I believe that students learn more if they have to discuss material at a high level with others; second, I think it is important that all student voices are heard, not just those of the outgoing students; third, I have found that, without proper preparation, student-led discussions often can be superficial and unrewarding; and fourth, students can indeed take over discussions and do an excellent job bringing depth and substance to any topic, but they must be adequately prepared to take on this role.
I have found it important for students to understand some basic principles of pedagogy in order to improve their performance as leaders of discussions. From the first day of class, I have students reflect on what constitutes a good presentation, what presentations they have seen that have caused them to retain the most material, and what kinds of questions generate the deepest, most thoughtful responses from the audience. As students get better at understanding the role of discussion and interaction, they are also better able to take over more and more of the class.
An even more important tool I use to generate more sophisticated student discussion is the progressive sequencing of assignments and classroom exercises to make students more and more engaged in the classroom as the semester progresses. Students must take greater ownership of the course and the material, and the sequencing ensures that they are ready to take on this role. The result is a democratized classroom conversation in which everyone participates and my role is more as a facilitator than an instructor. In what follows below, I lay out the steps I use to achieve this result.
Step 1: Structure of Assignments
On the first day of class, students must choose what form of writing assignments they will turn in. My syllabus states the following:
You have various options with respect to the short papers. Option 1 below emphasizes shorter papers, whereas the length increases (and the frequency decreases) with options 2 and 3. As professional students, not to mention juniors and seniors, you may have your own ideas on what kind of writing you would like to do. I am open to allowing you to design your own writing assignments and to choose your own due dates within the following guidelines: this is a writing-intensive course, and on the short papers there should be a minimum of 10 pages of writing during the course of the semester and a maximum of 15 pages. By September 4th, I want you to tell me which short paper option you are choosing as well as the due dates of your short papers.
After reading the syllabus, we discuss as a class the different kinds of writing, learning, and thinking that go into different length assignments and discussions. Students have significant control over the structure of the course, and they are already thinking about basic principles of pedagogy.
Step 2: Early Instructor-Guided Classroom Discussions
At the second class meeting, during discussion with the whole class (up to 17 students), I model the discussion process and have the students reflect on it. Students will have done some reading and I begin by asking them factual questions about the material. This serves two purposes: it ensures that students have a certain level of understanding of key concepts and issues, and it provides a basis for comparison with other types of discussion questions. 1 Next, in the same class period, we undertake a small group exercise. The students are told to form into groups of 3-4 people and to discuss a range of questions. During the small group discussions, I move from group to group to begin making connections with students. And, I prompt them to think about what they have found most interesting in their conversations. They are also asked to design their own question for the other groups to answer. After about 40 minutes, we reconvene and discuss these questions with the entire class. I also ask each group to relate their most important and/or provocative point.
An example of a small group discussion question I use is the following:
• How is the South African experience with racial exploitation different from the U.S. experience? What do you think creates racism in a group? What factors do you think exacerbate racism?
With these questions, students work on reflection, connecting the material with their own lives and experiences. The questions are also designed to bring out the students' knowledge and expertise. Furthermore, by asking students to design a question for the other small groups to answer, students begin the process of initiating and leading discussion. Early on, student questions tend to be more factual in nature. As the semester progresses, they get better at designing interesting questions that will prompt good discussions. Following our discussions as a class, I have students reflect on our discussions. I ask them, which questions generated the best discussions and why; how the small group discussions differed from the large group discussions; which discussions were more intimate; and which discussions were most stimulating and enriching. My own observations are that controversial issues are much better handled in small groups. Larger class discussion serves a different purpose, especially summary of key insights and transmission of information. But it is not the best venue for all types of conversation.
Step 3: Surrendering the Role of the Expert
I have designed the course to be interdisciplinary in nature, including fiction, film, poetry, history, and political economy, so there are some areas that I cover where I am not a trained expert. I have found that I tend to know more than the students even in such areas, although students can often contribute details of which I am unaware. I try to turn my lack of expertise into an opportunity to converse with students as intellectuals and as equals. As an "expert," I find myself much 1 Typical discussion questions for my seminar on South Africa would be the following:
A. Describe the evolution of the apartheid system. When did apartheid provisions, such as Pass Laws, first appear? To what extent did the British, especially British mine owners, contribute to the formation of apartheid? Is it fair to say, as some do, that apartheid began in 1948 under Afrikaner rule rather than earlier? B. Almost all of the groups protesting against apartheid were also anti-capitalist, and believed capitalism was one of the major causes of racial exploitation. To what extent can capitalism (along with racism) be blamed for South Africa's racial structure? What role did businesses play in the formation of apartheid laws? How did the discovery of diamonds and gold reshape S.A.?
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less able to let the students fully lead discussion. When I am a more equal participant, conversations take on an entirely different tenor.
As one example, we do a lot of poetry analysis in this course. Other than a few undergraduate courses, I have no formal training in poetry analysis. However, I assign it for its ability to convey passion and emotion; I find that fiction and poetry are better at capturing what it is like to live in a particular economic system much more effectively than most economists can. And by switching my role to one of a non-expert participant, students are more willing to take chances and to take a leadership role in discussions. They seem less threatened to speak out, and this can transform conversations from closely guarded responses where students try to say what they think the instructor is looking for, to free-form conversations where anything is fair game and all opinions should be given a fair hearing.
Step 4: Mid-semester Student-led Discussions
By the middle of the semester, students are ready to take a more direct, planned role in classroom conversation. For the fourth week of classes, I require each student to design two discussion questions for the class on a topic from the readings, film, or poem that he or she found particularly interesting.
2 Students are required to email this discussion question to me at least three hours prior to our class meeting time. That allows me enough time sit down with their questions and to weave them into what I want to accomplish in the class period. I ask that their discussion questions show some depth and creativity, and that they try to design questions that will elicit a good discussion. Specifically, they are asked to think about what characteristics their question should have in order to encourage the most thoughtful response from their classmates. This requires them to consider the backgrounds of their peers, and the types of questions they will be able to answer given their preparation and life experiences. Students are also asked to prepare an answer to their discussion question so they are prepared to lead a discussion on the possible dimensions that an answer to their question might take.
To demonstrate how effective this device can be, I have copied below an example of one of the better student discussion questions I received the last time I taught this course:
A theme that seems to run throughout Welcome to Our Hillbrow is that human beings insist on compartmentalizing and classifying people or events that are threats to their well-being. How did your conceptions change about Refilwe throughout the course of the novel? How does the dynamic nature of Refilwe's character illustrate the complexity of the human condition? Upon Refilwe's return home, Mpe writes "you know that you are not the same Refilwe that you once were when he was alive. You can no longer hide behind your bias against Makwerekwere. You do not blame them for the troubles in your life as you once did. You have come to understand that you too are a Hillbrowan. An Alexandran. A Johannesburger. An Oxfordian." What does this quote say about the prospect for social change? What sorts of obstacles does Mpe believe human beings must overcome to move to a truly equitable society? Do you think that he is optimistic about the future of South Africa? What kinds of conditions cause a person to see "other" in self?
Of course, not all student discussion questions are this sophisticated. But many of them are, especially if students are carefully prepared to take on the role as discussion leader.
Step 5: Short Student Presentations
For the eighth week of the semester, I add another level of responsibility for the students. They are now asked to construct two short (five-minute) presentations. Each presentation must include a segment where the student will lead class discussion on a specific topic, throwing out some ideas for everyone to consider and providing background and context. Subsequently students must ask the rest of the class a few discussion questions on the topic they have designed. Students are asked to be interesting, stimulating, and provocative in their presentations. As with the discussion questions earlier in the semester, they are asked to email me their presentation material at least three hours before class time, which allows me time to integrate their presentations into my plan for the class. I usually select 1 presentation per student per class period, which helps to eliminate overlap but ensures that everyone gets a chance to lead classroom discussion.
Below is an excerpted example of a student presentation on neoliberal economic policy in South Africa:
The current government [of South Africa] has adopted what amounts to a standard IMF/ World Bank neoliberal economic policy with a focus on attracting foreign investment and maintenance of the economic status quo. Not only does this policy mean that meaningful redistribution will probably not happen soon, but it also exposed the apartheid era industries (which were designed with import-substituting investment in mind and existed behind protective trade barriers) to immediate international competition with which they could not compete. As a result jobs were cut, and the industries that survived modernized at the expense of jobs. Furthermore, these policies also include a reduction of government spending, stricter controls on credit, and the reduction or elimination of capital controls (resulting in capital flight and facilitating "white flight"). Thus, the government has created a situation that favors the economic elites, the emerging black middle class, and the international community at the expense of the general population. Furthermore, this strategy seems hopelessly inept at addressing the social problems facing the greater South African population, raising serious questions about the long-term viability of the South African economy and indeed the state itself.
Is South Africa's current emphasis on neoliberal policies and fiscal conservatism the ideal (or at least best available) option for South Africa? Would a more protracted/ protected transition have made more sense? And even if these policies are optimal over the long term (creating a stronger and more dynamic economy), are they possible given the political situation on the ground? Furthermore, what do you think is more important at this time: advances in wages and equity or greater employment (albeit at despicable wages)?
The combination of student responsibility for content and context as well as discussion questions forces them to work at a higher level, and gives them real insight into what professors do. They are forced to prepare ahead of time by reading and thinking carefully about material. Then they have to think about how best to convey the important issues to the rest of the class. And finally, they have to design a sophisticated question that will generate a good discussion. Since they have already been taking the lead in class, this is a natural extension of what we have been doing all semester, and it adds a layer of depth in allowing discussion questions to probe deeper issues once background material is laid out.
106
Review of Radical Political Economics 42(1)
Step 6: Research Project and Final Presentations
For the last two classes of the semester, students present research that they undertook for their term papers. Their presentations are to be fifteen minutes in length, and they are to be smooth, well-rehearsed, organized, stimulating, engaging, and interactive. Prior discussions of what works at the class level, and what works at the small group level, now pay off. Students are aware of the types of discussion that are possible, and they are able to decide how best to get the class involved in their topic. Typically, the discussions during these final two classes occur at a very high level. In their final presentations, the students have proven themselves to be very good at relating material, and remarkably effective in generating excellent discussions. In fact, by this point in the semester the student conversations are so substantial and wide-ranging that I often have to work to interject a few points of my own!
In addition, there is substantial value in the democratization of classroom discussion that results from these procedures. Quiet, thoughtful students, who are often rendered invisible by outgoing students, come to the fore regularly under this structure. Every student contributes directly to the class conversation every class period. This has dramatically enriched the quality and diversity of the classroom conversation, while at the same time giving each and every student control over a part of the material.
Applying This Model to Other Classes
Although this method works particularly well in advanced seminar classes, elements can be used at all levels of university course work. I have used the following devices successfully in other courses:
• In larger classes at lower levels, early in the semester students can be asked open ended questions on homework assignments, and then asked to respond to these questions during class. Later in the semester, students can be asked to design and answer their own discussion question on assigned readings. A portion of the class period can then be used to go over the questions of some students.
• Students can be asked to email the professor a topic that they are willing to discuss at least three hours before class. In class the professor can call on specific students and ask them to initiate discussion when a particular topic comes up. The professor can ask half or even a third of students to do this for any given class period, so he or she is not bombarded with email messages.
In both of these cases, students are taking more responsibility for classroom discussion, and they are able to prepare for that role ahead of time. Indeed, student preparation for this role is crucial. Students do not understand the amount of time and effort professors put into preparing for class, and they have to be walked through that process to ensure adequate preparation.
Conclusion
Early in my career, I found student presentations and student-led discussions to be dull and uninspired much of the time. However, by carefully structuring assignments so that students are adequately prepared, I have found it possible to turn over more and more of my classes to students while still covering the material at a sophisticated level and maintaining an engaged, interactive classroom. I encourage other professors to experiment with similar exercises because the potential reward is so great. One of the great joys in my teaching career has been the final
